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Trends in China 
 
Globalisation is impacting upon the lives of young Chinese in ways that go beyond 
Western music, food and designer jeans. A fascination with beauty contests, once 
considered the height of Western decadence, is sweeping across primary and 
secondary school campuses. Perhaps as a result of the publicity generated by China 
hosting the last two Miss World pageants, it seems that interest in such contests is 
high. According to a recent Reuters report (26/01/05), the Ministry of Education in 
China is opposed to holding such contests in primary and high schools. Yet, an 
insidious example has arisen that is causing alarm for education authorities. A Miss 
Artificial Beauty contest for women who have had plastic surgery was staged recently 
in China.  
 
The notion of modifying an individual’s physical appearance has an interesting 
tradition in China. For centuries it was customary to bind young girls’ feet so they 
would be forced into the form of a small ‘lily’ as they grew. Not only was this painful 
and made women vulnerable to infections, it also prevented them from walking 
properly. Millions of Chinese women suffered the deprivations of foot binding. Yet the 
practice was accepted and normalised, as, according to custom, men found such 
small feet enticing. Nineteenth century Chinese feminists lobbied for this practice to 
be abolished whilst they argued for the rights of girls to attend schools and colleges. 
Although Mao Zedong worked to eliminate foot binding when the Communists won 
power in 1949, it took several decades to see it decline in practice. 
 
The current craze for beauty contests is only one example of a modern fascination 
with the aesthetics of appearance. Young Chinese girls from affluent families, who 
seek employment in human services undergo leg-stretching operations, in the belief 
that they are more employable if they are taller. Shanghai Normal University offers 
two courses on public relations that only admit girls who have long legs and a 
minimum height of 162 centimetres.  
 
However, it seems that education authorities are determined to address this 
increasing fixation by tackling the issue in schools. According to a Ministry 
spokesperson, “misunderstandings of aesthetic judgement” are occurring and 
schools need to “positively guide students to improve their taste” (Reuters 26/01/05). 
Consequently, the Ministry has ordered schools across China to develop healthy 
activities to enrich the lives of students. 
 
Author’s note: This piece was written in response to a Reuters Press release titled  
China bans school girl beauty contests published on  26 January 2005. 
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